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sworn sisters, a woman with a very clever tongue and Meiniang's
confidante. "Why don't I get her to come and see what she could
do to persuade Meiniang?" she said to herself. She sent Pao-erh,
one of the servants, for Ssu-ma and when she came told her
everything.
"I am a female Sui Ho and a woman Lu Chia,"5 Ssu-ma said.
I can make.a Lohan 6 fall in love and persuade the Goddess of the
Moon to consider marriage. You can depend on me."
"I shall kowtow to you in gratitude," Chiu-ma said. "But have
some tea so that you won't find yourself handicapped by a dry
throat."
"Don't worry," Ssu-ma said, "I can talk till tomorrow morning
without the need of moistening my throat."
Meiniang's door was shut but she opened it when she recognized
Ssu-ma's voice. On her desk was spread out a piece of silk on
which she had sketched the outline of a woman's figure but had
not yet filled in the colors. "What a fine picture!" Ssu-ma said, "and
how clever you are! Indeed, Sister Chiu is lucky to have such a
clever girl as you, so beautiful and accomplished in so many
things. She couldn't find another one like you even if she searched
the length and breadth of Linan with a cartload of gold."
"Don't make fun of me," Meiniang said. "What wind has
brought you here, aunt?"
"I have been wanting to come to see you, but have not had the
time," Ssu-ma said. "I heard about your 'hair combing' and have
come to congratulate you and Sister Chiu."
Meiniang blushed at the mention of her shame. Ssu-ma drew
her chair closer to her and taking Meiniang's hands in hers said,
"My child, a courtesan cannot afford to be as tender skinned as a
soft-shelled egg. You'll never accumulate any great amount of
silver by being so shy."
"What need do I have of silver?" Meiniang said.
"But, my child," said Ssu-ma, "your mother expects you to bring
in silver for her even if you don't care about it yourself. Remember
5 First part of second century B.C.; famed for their eloquence.
* Buddhist saint.